Beginnings and endings hold a continuous fascination in poetry and fiction, both ancient and modern: the linear intersects with the cyclical, evoking both time and eternity, as much of Eliot's Four Quartets seeks to convey. Within Scripture, from the beginning of Genesis to the end of Revelation, there is an integral relationship between Urzeit and Endzeit, which Hermann Gunkel's work on the mythical Chaoskampf at the beginning and ending of these two books argued over a century ago.2
The relatively recent interest in the canonical shaping of the Hebrew Bible has similarly resulted in a new focus on the beginnings and endings of particular scrolls. An obvious example, in a text which has pre- concerned to end with the beginning and begin with the ending.3 Hugh Williamson's commitment to the ICC series ends at Isa 27 and so will never reach the last chapter, but he has written at length on Isa 1, and here he makes the same point. 4 However, Pss 1 and 150 do not conform to this pattern. The disparity is to some extent modified if we take a larger introductory unit (i.e. reading Pss 1 and 2 as one, given that neither has a superscription and both have several examples of corresponding language), and similarly presume a longer conclusion to the Psalter (taking as one unit the Hallel in Pss 146-150), but the differences between the very first and very last psalms are still rather marked. Psalm 1 is about the welfare of an individual Jew and his place within the 'congregation of the righteous' ‫צדיקים(‬ ‫.)בעדת‬ In Ps 1 the insularity is reflected in the references to the wicked and the righteous (vv. 4, 5 and 6) revealing that the psalmist belongs to an inner community of law-abiding pious Jews-if not the Hasidim, then a party quite like them who separated themselves from other members of their community. The vision of Ps 150 by contrast could not be more universal, illustrated by the very last verse which calls on 'all those who have breath'
to 'praise Yah' ‫יה(‬ ‫תהלל‬ ‫הנשמה‬ ‫.)כל‬ Israel's identity no longer seems to be demarcated by the community of faith; rather, its raison d'être takes its starting point from the whole of the created order and from the God who infuses it with his presence.
Yet the extent of the difference between the first and last psalms does depend on where the 'bookends' of the Psalter really are. If we assume the beginning and ending really comprise Pss 1-2 and Pss 146-150, or Pss 1-2 and Pss 149-150, and not Pss 1 and 150 on their own, that contrast is modified.
